MEDLINE, Excerpta Medica, a sports database and SciSearch were searched from 1966 to 1996 for English language publications, using the keywords 'exercise', 'physical activity' and 'randomised controlled trial'. References lists from two reviews were also examined.
Results of the review
Seven RCTs were used to assess interventions on home-based exercise (N=1,101), whilst 5 RCTs were used to assess interventions on facility-based exercise (N=598).
It was considered that a formal meta-analysis was inappropriate in view of the incompatible data and varying quality of the primary studies.
Home-based activities: 5 of the 7 studies reported a positive outcome.
Facility-based activities: 2 of the 5 trials showed a significant difference between intervention participants and controls.
Authors' conclusions
Interventions that encourage walking and do not require attendance at a facility are most likely to lead to sustainable increases in overall physical activity. The small number of trials limits the strength of any conclusions and highlights the need for more research.
CRD commentary
As the authors mention in the discussion, all the participants were volunteers recruited through media advertisements in the USA, and consequently, results may differ in different populations. Suggestions for future research include trials in the United Kingdom which involve groups other than middle-aged middle class whites, such as the over-75 age group, and trials evaluating the effectiveness of exercise advice by general practitioners (GPs) and of GP exercise prescription schemes.
Limiting the literature search to English language articles may have omitted some relevant studies. Criteria for inclusion of studies are defined but there are no details of the methodology used to select studies, assess validity or to extract data. Other than analysis by intention-to-treat, no other validity criteria were mentioned or considered. More comprehensive details of the primary studies would have been welcome, e.g. baseline comparison of treatment groups, method of randomisation, withdrawals, intervention strategies and details of the outcome measures used. Some indication of the reliability of the self-reported exercise measures used as outcomes would have been useful. The potential for bias in the included studies is unclear given the limited information of the methodology of the included studies, and the discussion does not mention any methodological flaws in the primary studies. There was no discussion on the possible sources of the heterogeneity reported among studies. Given the lack of validity assessment of the primary studies and other relevant factors mentioned above, no comment can be made about the effectiveness of physical activity promotion strategies.
Implications of the review for practice and research
Well-designed studies are required to determine the most cost-effective strategies for promoting physical activity in different populations and age groups.
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